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ARTOLOMÉ DE LAS CASAS is undoubtedly one of the
most important figures of the sixteenth century western
world, especially the ‘new’ world of the Americas. He
preached and wrote on social justice issues more than three
centuries before Leo XIII’s encyclical, Rerum norarum (1891)
which set in motion the trajectory of papal teaching on the many
facets of social justice. About the same time, another outstanding
and highly respected Dominican professor, Francesco de Vitoria,
was also teaching the values of the human dignity of all persons
and their right to personal self-determination at the University of
Salamanca in Spain. Although it is unlikely that these two figures
ever met in person, the influence of the scholar on the missionary
can be seen in the references Las Casas has to Vitoria’s work in
his Historia. At different times, both men pleaded the cause of
the indigenous people before the Royal Court of Spain, but they
did so from different perspectives; Vitoria from academia and Las
Casas from his personal experience.

Example of Bartolomé de Las Casas: Preaching from the
Pulpit of One’s Life
How did Las Casas convey the message of the dignity
of all persons? It was partly by his preaching in the pulpit, but
more especially by preaching from the pulpit of his own life. His
preaching had a decidedly different perspective from that of other
preachers of his time. Not only did he use the Scriptures as the
basis of his remarks, holding up the Word of God as a mirror for
one’s behaviour, but also and very powerfully his own experience
and example. He preached from the pulpit of his life, for his firsthand experiences propelled the engine of his words.
Bartolomé first travelled to Hispaniola with his father in
1502, when he was a teenager. His original excitement of coming
to the ‘new’ world began to fade as he witnessed the atrocities
committed by the Spanish on the native peoples of the region. Many
of us have heard the expression, “God, glory, and gold” to describe
the Spanish Conquest. In reality, however, these priorities were
reversed. The Spanish explorers and settlers were less interested
in spreading the Gospel than in amassing fortunes for themselves.
Vol. 4, Issue 4

December 2022

168

They enslaved the native peoples, forcing them to walk long and
exhausting distances to the mines where they worked for long
hours digging for gold. Many of the native Amerindian population
died from these extreme conditions. Others were tortured and put
to excruciatingly painful deaths. Appalled by these atrocities, the
young Las Casas left Hispaniola and returned to Spain to continue
his education.
The underlying system responsible for this inhuman
treatment of the native people was the encomienda or land grants
awarded to individual Spaniards by the governors of the island.
Bartholomé’s father had been given such encomiendas, which later
were handed down to his son. Bartolomé eventually would struggle
as the two important aspects of his life, his Christian faith and his
place in society, became more and more in variance with each other.

Turning Point in the Life of Bartolomé de Las Casas
The year 1510 marks a decisive turning point in Las
Casas’ life. He returned to Hispaniola as a priest and offered the
first High Mass in what would be known later as the Americas.
It is also the year that the first Dominicans friars would arrive in
Hispaniola. They, like Las Casas, were horrified at the treatment
of the Amerindians by the Spanish who were supposedly Catholic
gentlemen. On the Fourth Sunday of Advent in 1511, Antonio de
Montesinos preached what has become the most famous sermon
of the period. He challenged the congregation to respect the
Amerindians, stating that the Spanish were in “mortal sin” for
not doing so. He further went on to say: “Are these not men? Do
they not have rational souls? Are you not obliged to love them
as yourselves?...” These were harsh words indeed, provoking
the anger and outrage of his listeners, but they are also the first
example we have of basic human rights being proclaimed from
the pulpit in the Americas. The Governor and others demanded a
retraction, but Montesinos just reiterated his message the following
Sunday, stating that absolution would not be given to anyone who
held slaves. Montesinos’ convictions foreshadowed contemporary
Catholic social teaching which calls for fair and humane treatment
of all people, including workers.
When Las Casas approached the Dominican friars
they refused to hear his confession because he was still an
encomendero. Although he treated his slaves and workers more
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humanely than most, if not all, of his contemporaries, he was still
part of the unjust system. Las Casas was deeply touched by the
words of the Dominicans but also angered by their refusal to give
him absolution. While nothing in his life changed at the time, the
seeds of change were planted within him.
Over the next two years, the conflict within Las Casas
was reaching a climax. He came to the conclusion that he could
no longer have slaves in his encomienda. Las Casas freed them
and thus ended his life as an encomiendero. This was a profound
and major decision on his part; the Gospel that he was preaching
challenged him in a most radical way.
He wrote that this conversion experience knocked the
blinkers from his eyes. On the Feast of the Assumption in 1514,
Las Casas’ sermon focused on the spiritual and corporal works
of mercy, which he said must be offered to all people. “These
works must also be performed on behalf of those people who have
been so cruelly treated. You must cease to live off of them with
such neglect, so mindlessly, so failing in your obligation.” Then
Las Casas told the congregation that he had freed his saves and
challenged them to do the same.
The reaction to this sermon was the same as that to
Montesinos’ sermon preached almost three years earlier. However,
even though there are similarities in the message of both sermons,
still there is also a vast difference between them. Las Casas
added a new and different dimension, namely, that of his personal
experience and his decision to make a drastic change in his life.
He spoke, not only to his listeners, but also as one of them. He
preached not only from the ecclesiastical pulpit, but also from the
pulpit of his life.
The conversion that Las Casas experienced was not
leading to similar conversions on the part of his listeners. He
realized that his words were not changing the hearts and actions
of the encomienderos. The missionaries could not evangelize the
native people because greed was leading the Spanish settlers to
continue to exploit them. So he travelled to Spain to appeal to King
Ferdinand directly. Unfortunately, the king was literally on his death
bed at that time. A most chilling conversation took place between
Las Casas and Bishop Fonseca, the administrator of the King’s
Indies, shortly after the death of Ferdinand. Las Casas presented
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Bishop Fonseca with the account of what was actually happening
in Hispaniola, stating that seven thousand native children had been
murdered in just a few months. Bishop Fonseca replied, “Look,
this is simply stupid. What do I care? What does the King care?”
Las Casas was horrified and retorted, “It doesn’t mean anything
that all these souls were killed? Great God Almighty! Then who
should care?” (Clayton, 56).
Bartolomé de Las Casas did care. He was the catalyst
for change in his times, which were filled with uncertainty and
confusion as our time is now. He spent the remainder of his long
life speaking and writing to whomever would listen and to those
who didn’t want to hear his message of social justice. Cardinal
Cisneros, one of the co-regents after the death of Ferdinand, gave
him the title “Universal Protector of all of the Indians of the Indies.”
Sometimes “Protector” is translated as “Defender”, but whatever
term is used, the truth remains that Las Casas was the voice of the
native people. He preached to the religious and secular leaders.
not exclusively from the sanctuary pulpit, but from the pulpit of
his life. His words still endure through the centuries in his many
writings detailing the atrocities committed against the native
people are echoed in the teachings of Catholic Bishops today as
they call for fair treatment of workers and refugees fleeing from
political oppression and dangerous living conditions.

Not Enough has Changed in Five Centuries
Not enough has changed in the five centuries since
Bartolomé de Las Casas championed the cause of the indigenous
people. Unfortunately, this sad situation is not restricted to the
United States, but is a worldwide problem. Many countries which
once welcomed refugees are now closing their borders to them.
Today’s world is plagued by dangerous situations that force
refugees to flee from their homes in countries across the globe
ranging from Southeast Asia, the Ukraine, Syria, and South Sudan
to name but a few.
1. The Plight of Migrants from Central America Crossing to the
United States of America
The plight of the migrants trying to cross the border
between Mexico and the United States has become a critical
humanitarian issue recently. Once again these Central American
people are becoming depersonalized and even demonized. The
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conditions in which they are being held are cruel and inhumane.
Recent immigration policies in the United States have increased
fear in the hearts of both established citizens and migrants alike.
The attitude on the part of many politicians and unfortunately
even many individuals in our own circles echoes the horrifying
statement of Bishop Fonseca, “What do I care?” For many people
in our country, the attitude is that these refugees, these immigrants
are not US, they are OTHER, and not worthy of our consideration.
They don’t deserve the dignity that is given to human beings.
2. Examples about the Plight of Central American Refugees in
Children’s Literature
Dominicans are called to promote the legacy of Bartolomé
de las Casas. One wonders who Las Casas would be advocating
for today. No doubt, he would be concerned with the human rights
of all people, but most especially with his own Central Americans
seeking asylum at the Mexican border of the United States. We
are appalled by the horrible reports of innocent children being
separated from their families and kept in cages in detention centres.
People’s hearts are touched by the image of the child as innocent
victim. Las Casas, the Protector, had an affinity for children and,
undoubtedly, he would have been particularly concerned with the
plight of unprotected children.
The psychologist, Carl Jung, developed a theory of the
child as an archetypal symbol. As an archetype, the child represents
wholeness which includes opposites of both child and adult.
The dependent child relies on an adult in a mutually supportive
relationship. To separate the child from the adult and the adult
from the child is to inflict the most basic form of brokenness.
When we learn about the plight of the innocent children put into
cages at the border, we react deeply because the child-archetype
touches us at conscious and unconscious levels, appealing to both
our intellects and emotions, our minds and hearts.
We resonate on a deeper level if we can view the
injustices suffered by migrant families through the eyes of their
children. These migrant children are voiceless, and they need us
to be their voices, as Las Casas was for the indigenous people
of his day. Children’s literature that depicts the experiences of
migrant families from a child’s point of view is a poignant way
of advocating for Central American refugees. Those picture books
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challenge us with the words of Bishop Fonseca, “What do I care?”
Like Las Casas, we might respond to the challenge by asking
ourselves, “Then who should care?”
The children who narrate The Journey by Francesca Sanna
tell us that, “Every day bad things started happening around us…We
don’t want to leave…and say goodbye to everyone we know.” After
a long and arduous journey, the children finally arrive at the border.
But their hopes are dashed when the guards block them yelling, “…
Oh NO! You are not allowed to cross the border. Go back!”
Jorge Argueta, a refugee himself from El Salvador, who
composed a bilingual picture book entitled Somos como las nubes:
We Are Like the Clouds describes the “odyssey that thousands
of boys, girls and young people from El Salvador, Guatemala,
Honduras and Mexico undertake when they flee their countries
because of extreme poverty and fear of violence.” They pray to
Santo Torbino, the patron saint of immigrants, to:
show us the way
You who are the good coyote,
Protect us, lead us.
Deliver us from all evil Amen.
La Frontera: El viaje con papa - My Journey with Papa
describes the dangerous journey of a young Mexican boy and
his father migrating to the United States. They are duped by the
deceptive coyote whom they paid to escort them to the border.
They attempt to float across the Rio Grande in an old inner rubber
tube. “We put our sacks on our heads and quietly and quickly
waded in. As it got deeper, Papa took my sack and tied me to him
with a piece of rope. I wrapped my arms around his neck.”
Although one might dismiss this story of the parent
and child trying to cross the border by swimming across the
Rio Grande as fiction, it is validated by a recent article entitled
“Crime Scene” in The New York Times Magazine, It describes an
authentic photo of a father and his daughter who lost their lives
during their attempt to cross the border by way of the Rio Grande
. “Martinez and Valeria had travelled from El Salvador and had
been in Mexico a couple of months. Disheartened by a torturous
asylum process, they tried to swim across the Rio Grande…. Both
drowned. Martinez was 25, Valeria nearly 2” (p. 8). Teja Cole, the
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author of the article, reflects on the fact that this is not an isolated
scene. “Martinez and Valeria are two of the hundreds of people
who will die on the United States-Mexico border this year” (p. 8).
Cole further discusses his outrage that the report does not trigger
the desired response saying, “it is you who have undermined their
democracy.…you who have denied their claim to asylum” (p. 10).
The futility of trying to communicate his message to unresponsive
readers reminds one of Bishop Fonseca’s blasé response to Las
Casas, “What do I care?”
Edwidge Danticat, a Haitian immigrant and distinguished
author, in her picture book entitled Mama’s Nightingale: A Story
of Immigration and Separation, also depicts the angst of a child
whose mother is deported because she is undocumented. Most
touching is her description of having to leave her mother after a
visit at the deportation camp.
‘Gotta go, folks’ one of the guards says when it’s time to take
Mama away. I kick and I scream and beg to stay with her. Tears
run down Mama’s face as she is led away. The two guards on
either side of her give me very stern looks. One of them tells
Papa not to bring me again until I can behave myself.

As the reader envisions this touching scene, our hearts and minds
resonate with the challenging words, “Then who should care?”
Diane Guerrero documents her personal experience of her
mother’s deportation in her memoir entitled My Family Divided:
One Girl’s Journey of Home, Loss and Hope. While she was at
school one day, her mother was arrested and taken to a detention
centre. Her mother was wearing an orange jumpsuit and handcuffs.
They had to visit behind a barrier and speak through a phone. “I
wanted to stand up and scream, ‘My mother is not a criminal!
Don’t you understand?’” (p. 123) As Guerrero relates her story
that is far from unique, she laments the apathy of so many people
who are unresponsive to the immigration crisis and subsequent
trauma for millions of families. She states in the Introduction of
her book,”‘if you’re reading this book, you’re already miles ahead
of most of the people in this country who do not understand the
immigration system, and don’t want to learn about it, because it
seemingly doesn’t affect them” (p. 3). Like Bishop Fonseca, their
reaction is “What do I care?”
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The previously mentioned book, La Frontera echoes how
a little boy and his father flee from Central Mexico to the United
States leaving the mother and other children behind. The issue of
the United States Government not admitting all the members of
the same family is also illustrated in Waiting for Papa: Esperando
a Papa. This poignant picture book is written by Rene Colato
Lainez, who had to leave his loved ones in El Salvador when he
migrated to the United States. His story about a young boy named
Beto reflects his own life experience of being separated from
his family. The words of the child narrator describe an all-toocommon experience:
When I was five years old, Mama and I had to leave El
Salvador. The detergent factory where Mama and Papa worked
was bombed during the war. Two days later, our house caught
fire…. Abuelo, Mama’s father, lived in the United States, ‘the
country of promises and opportunities.’ He applied for visas to
the Immigration Department, but only Mama and I received
them. Papa had to stay behind. There was no visa for him.

The children’s books cited have been written by authors
who have had personal experience of immigrating to the United
States from Central American countries or have learned it directly
from migrants they have encountered. They know how difficult the
journey can be and how traumatic the separation from family can
be. The use of a child narrator gives voice to the harsh experiences
of today’s refugees. In this way, the present crisis of immigration
is communicated through literature. Books describing the plight
of immigrants need to be written and they need to be read. Similar
to the style of satire, children’s books depict the tragic situation in
a less threatening, yet poignant, manner. This is one way that we
may promote the legacy of Bartolomé de Las Casas in advocating
for Central American refugees. In doing so, we preach from the
pulpit of our lives.
In July 2013, Pope Francis visited Lampedusa, an Italian
island symbolizing the plight of immigrants in the Mediterranean.
He called the world to task when he quoted the question God
asked Cain after he had murdered his brother Abel, “Where is
your brother?” To emphasize the importance of caring for the
stranger, the pope asked this question six times during his address.
In different words, in different times, Pope Francis’ words are
reminiscent of Las Casa’s plea, “Then who should care?”
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